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GRAYSON

I could smell the fear rising from the woman in front of me. The scent made me want to back away, to save her from the discomfort.

But this wasn’t about me, this was about my pack. My family. 

I needed to speak to this human mate that Dexter’s pack had found. Claire.

Dex had said I could ask some questions of Claire if I kept my distance. It was an odd request but I was willing to honor it, if it meant I might get some answers. 

What was Dex worried about? I wasn’t going to hurt her. He knew me better than that.

Or I thought he did.

Because if he was worried about me trying to steal Claire away from him, that was laughable. The last thing I’d do was try to take something that didn’t belong to me. That wasn’t my style at all.

Not that Claire the doctor wasn’t pretty. She was. But I couldn’t sense the animal magnetism that Dex and his pack mates, Taylor and Jay, boasted about.

To me, she didn’t smell sexy. Instead, she smelled like... theirs. And my Alpha wolf didn’t stir for any taken woman. Especially not one already mated to another. Or in Claire’s case, with three fated mates.

Claire stepped closer to Dex’s Omega, Jay, who grabbed Claire and hauled her against his body in an uncharacteristically alpha-like gesture.

I turned my face away, to try and avoid them seeing my disbelief. It was all I could do not to laugh out loud. What did Jay think I was going to do? Grab their mate, strip her down and take her in full view of everyone here?

“What are you doing, Dex?” Jay demanded, and Dexter stepped away from our group to stand by his mate once again. Dex’s Beta, Taylor, quickly joined him. Claire was flanked by her three pack mates, all of them vibrating with tension.

Dexter shook his head. “Don’t worry, I don’t like this any more than you do.”

Seriously? What was wrong with these guys? Their human mate could not possibly be that precious.

Taylor and Dexter flagged Claire, with Jay moving slightly behind, and she relaxed into them, a soft smile lighting up her face. 

That smile, and the comfortable familiarity between them all, was the first sign I’d seen of a true connection between her and her mates, and it was reassuring to see. I hadn’t really been sure it was real, until now. Their connection was what I wanted... what I craved. A mate. A true love. Someone who would feel like the missing part of me. Someone I would die for, if I had to.

Mary, Dexter’s mom, stepped up to speak to Claire for us. She’d brokered the discussion with Dexter, raising the issue we wanted answers to, and it was due to Mary’s influence that Dex had agreed—albeit reluctantly—to let us meet his mate.

“Claire, some of the neighboring packs wanted to meet you,” Mary said. “I hope you don’t mind?”

Claire looked us up and down from the safety of her mens’ arms, and said, “Considering the lack of women in this town, I can understand the interest.” She looked straight at me this time. “Hi, I’m Claire.”

I was the one who needed to step up and talk on behalf of the others, obviously. “I’m Grayson.”

Claire extended her hand. “An Alpha, I presume?” she asked with a raise of one delicately arched eyebrow.

I grinned in acknowledgment and heard Dex inhale sharply. What was he worried about?

“How’d you know?” I reached out and shook her hand.

After a couple of seconds of what felt like tense silence, there was a collective sigh of relief from Dex, then Taylor and Jay.

Claire shrugged and withdrew her hand. “You’re big.”

I fought the heat that flashed up my face and glanced down at the huge body my Alpha genes guaranteed. “Ah... you’re learning our ways, I see. It’s nice to meet you, Claire. May I ask you a question?”

“Of course.”

I opened my mouth, and then shut it again, hesitating instead of plunging forward. How did I ask her what we needed to know? She represented a solution to our problem, but it was a solution none of us had considered, until now.

For fifty years, not a single female had been born to our pack. The elders had believed that it meant our fated mates were non-existent for our generation. A romantic myth that had ended with our parents’ matings. And in that assumption, the inevitable decline of our pack had been at the forefront of everyone’s minds.

But Dexter had found his mate in the human population. And even more unusual, he’d found one female for his whole pack of three wolves. Claire had turned out to be the fated mate of Dex, Taylor and Jay, and she was one hundred percent human.

Was that really the future for the other mini-packs of three men, including mine? To share a woman in such a way?

“Go on, ask me whatever you want,” Claire repeated.

I sighed and just went with what was in my head. “Can you give us a hint about what to look for with our mate? Since it appears we all need to be on the hunt for a human now.”

Claire tilted her head. “Well, for one thing, I wouldn’t use the word hunt when you’re talking to her.” She grinned at me and I couldn’t help grinning back.

This one had a cheeky streak. Dex and his pack would need to stay on their toes.

Claire continued. “To be honest, though, I’m not sure what to say. Did Dexter tell you about the fainting thing?”

He had... and I suddenly realized why they’d been so hesitant to have me touch her. They’d been waiting to see if Claire keeled over when we shook hands.

But we hadn’t. Interesting. That meant she really was fated for Dex’s triad of wolves.

“Yes,” I said, after a moment. “But I was wondering if you had an idea before that? When you first saw them, maybe? I need something that I can look for in my mate, because I’ve met human women before and no one has ever fainted at my touch...”

Claire looked me up and down like I was a piece of meat in a butcher’s case, assessing me in two seconds and somehow coming up trumps. “Maybe that’s because your mate has a brain, like me, and you’ve been picking up tiny blondes with more boobs than anything else?”

A grin stretched across my face. I couldn’t help it. So, what if I liked them easy? We only had one night each visit in town to get them into bed, and then we had to kick them straight back out again.

There was no point trying to pick up any of the decent chicks. We literally didn’t have the time, nor the desire before now, to connect with humans in a long-term manner.

I was unable to resist rising to her bait. “They weren’t all blonde.”

My Beta, Aaron, laughed beside me, and the tension in the whole group began to relax.

Claire shrugged. “Look, I honestly don’t know what to tell you. I’m a doctor who’s barely dated in a decade. Maybe your mates are the same? Women who work too much and never get out—not to the places you’d usually go to find a date, anyway.”

Why didn’t she just ask me to find a needle in a haystack?

“Then how am I meant to find her?”

Claire bit her lip and glanced away. Then she looked back at me with a reluctant smile.

“Fate,” she said. “You have to trust that you’ll stumble across her when the time is right. But I wouldn’t be avoiding trips to town during the day. If you guys can start going in more often, you’ll have a much better chance of meeting the right one.”

I looked over at my Beta and he nodded.

“Any other tips?” Brad, my Omega, asked.

Claire looked to Brad. “Well, I will tell you that I knew there was something special about Dexter the moment I saw him. My heart was pounding and I could barely breathe. I’ve never had a response like that to any man before and I’m sure your mates will feel the same way when they meet you.”

A sense of relief filled me at her words. There was hope. I had to focus on that element. Hope that there was a mate for me. For us.

I just had to ignore the surprisingly massive mountain of doubt and worry that threatened to bury the hope.

I leaned forward and got her attention, my mind spinning with the implications of what she was saying. I needed to get a job in town. At the very least, it would bring in more money for my pack, and best-case scenario... I’d actually find our fated mate. 

“Thank you, Claire.”

Dex pulled her into his arms and I took that as the signal to move off. 

“Thanks Mary.” I nodded at Dexter’s mom and gestured to my mini-pack—my Omega and Beta. “Let’s go.”

Fifteen years ago, the elders of our pack passed a new law. Due to the lack of females and over-abundance of male shifters in our pack, we were told to arrange ourselves in triads. We had to form our own mini-packs, with an Alpha, a Beta and an Omega to each family.

I hadn’t known Aaron or Brad very well when they’d approached me to become their Alpha in a pack, but it had worked out better than we’d expected.

I’d die to save them, every day of the week. They were my family. But I also wanted my mate, and if that meant sharing her with Brad and Aaron, as Dexter had done with his pack, then I would.

Anything to have a true family, and maybe even children one day.

I hoped our mate—if she existed—would one day fulfil the aching need inside my chest that I’d had for more than a decade.

I loved the larger pack, the elders and my blood-related family. But there was a place inside my heart that was gaping wide open. Empty. Ready and waiting for a woman to love and cherish.

“So, what do you want to do?” Aaron asked me as we walked to our front door and stepped inside our too-large home.

“We need to go into town and cover as much ground as possible. I’ll apply for a job and see what happens. Our mate has to be out there.”

“A job? Where? On a building site full of men?” Aaron rolled his eyes and I stopped to consider his words.

He was right. We were tradies. How were we going to meet women that way?

“There’re women at employment agencies. You could apply for jobs everywhere and not necessarily take any,” Brad piped up, and I turned to smile at him.

My Omega was quiet, but smart as a whip.

“That’s an idea. Somewhere to start, at least.” I glanced at my watch. It was only one p.m. There was still plenty of daylight left, to begin the process of looking.

“I’ll go and ask some of the elders if they need anything from town. Might hunt around a little now.”

“I’ll go with you,” Aaron said, his mouth setting with determination.

Brad shrugged. “I’ve got work to do here. Let me know how you go.”

Aaron and I headed to the elders, but it seemed they needed nothing today. Then we jumped in the car and drove to town, a strange vibration of excitement rattling through me. I could tell from the way Aaron held himself, that he was feeling the same kind of strung-out anticipation, too.

When we arrived in Little River, I looked around with fresh eyes.

The air was cleaner, crisper and better than it had been the last time I’d been there. The colors were brighter and the sounds around me happier.

I knew it must be all in my imagination, but how could I not be feeling more positive after the chat with Claire? There was a chance that we could meet our mate, and soon.

“Should we split up and try different places?” Aaron asked, clearly struggling to hide his own smile.

Women walked by us, their gazes skimming over our bodies and some of them sending subtle invitations with their eyes.

I knew that humans were attracted to us. They liked muscles, of which we had an abundance.

It didn’t mean much in the pack. Everyone was strong, hard-working and super-fit.

But in this world, where people worked while sitting in a chair all day, the men were not as strong, healthy, or trim.

“Yeah, why not,” I said in answer to Aaron’s query. “We could walk around and see if anyone faints at our feet.” I grinned at Aaron, and he laughed.

The hunt was on.

I glanced around at a pair of women walking up the street, their long, straight hair billowing around their faces, their too-skinny legs wrapped in thin skirts.

I inhaled deeply, hoping to smell something new, sweet, and distinct.

But there was nothing except the normal scents of the city. The people around us offered up a range of scents, but none grabbed my attention and held it.

I went to turn away, but Aaron grabbed my arm. “Do you think we’ll have a different mate each? Or one to share like Dex’s pack?”

I shrugged. “No idea. Doesn’t really matter, either way, does it?”

“Guess not.” He sounded a little uncertain. Then he added, “You don’t care?”

I stared at him, surprised by his question. “Of course, not. After spending a decade coming to terms with our shitty, one-night-stand existence, I’ll do anything to find my true mate. To have a woman to come home to, and children. If she’s meant for you and Brad too, then so be it.”

I didn’t have jealousy issues like a lot of the other Alphas. 

I lived for my pack. 

And if Fate had decided one human was enough for us, then I would ride that wave and be grateful for it.

“Oh, good.” Aaron seemed happier now, more relaxed. “I feel the same way.”

We grinned at each other, and I could read the hope in Aaron’s eyes, now.

“Let’s go,” I said. “See you back here in two hours.”

He grunted and we turned in opposite directions.

I walked along the streets and ducked into a pharmacy, a green grocer and a liquor store, making small talk with the locals, telling them I was looking for some work in housing construction.

None of the women smelled any different to me, and I shook so many hands. Everyone’s hands.

They must have thought I was the politest person around.

And yet, no one fainted at my touch. Not even an offer to go out for dinner or a drink.

Not that I should have expected to find my mate on the first day. That would have been ridiculous. But as the time dragged on, my heart grew heavy. And when the designated time came and went, I forced myself back to the car, to discover Aaron’s sad face.

“No luck?” I asked him, though the question was barely necessary. His slumped shoulders and the defeated set to his jaw made the answer too apparent.

“No. Although I inquired at a job recruitment agency and they said they’d call in regards to an interview... or something like that. I wasn’t really listening, to be honest.”

We got in the car and I turned the key. I was surprised by the amount of disappointment running through my blood. It felt like a cancer, insidious and potent.

I forced out a laugh, trying to lighten the mood. “After a decade of thinking we had no fated mate, we shouldn’t expect her to just turn up on our doorstep in the first hour, right?”

Aaron nodded, then stared out the window and didn’t say anything else. 

Mopey bastard.

I sighed and turned the car back toward the pack.

Despite my conscious efforts to stay positive and grateful, Aaron’s shitty attitude pretty much summed up how I felt, too.

We’d waited long enough.

I didn’t want to wait any longer.

It was our time to find our mate. To begin our life. To finally be a true family. Because, without a woman or children, we were nothing.
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A MONTH LATER

Nevaeh

“Seriously, Claire. Why on earth would you choose to move all the way out here?”  

My old car bumbled along the dirt road that led into some sort of secret compound that no-one knew about.

Not even Google could find the address when I plugged it in. If Claire hadn’t left me hand-written instructions at the hospital, I would never have found the place. 

That should have been my first hint that something dodgy was going on. 

“Oh... There they are.”

Houses began to appear out of nowhere, on properties cut into the hill side. Well-made, large homes sitting on big plots of land.

I glanced at the sheet of paper from Claire for the thousandth time.

First house on the left. 

Number seven. 

Double story with my new black truck parked around the back.

I looked up at the house to my left.

Yep. Looks like the right one.

I pulled up into the area at the front of the house—I couldn’t really call it a driveway—and got out of the car.

The roads weren’t that wide and the lack of driveways made no sense. Did everyone park around the back? Or did most people from this town walk everywhere?

“She’s lured me out here to la-la land.” 

I admired Claire more than any woman I’d ever known. She was easily the most driven, accomplished female physician I’d ever met, but she’d changed somehow in the past month or so. People at work thought it was due to her breaking her arm during the attack at the hospital, but I had another theory.

I had a feeling it had everything to do with the man she’d moved out here for. And I was here to find out if I was right.

They said men made women soft... or was it the other way around? I couldn’t remember. I spent too much of my time working and staying away from those of the other gender, so I wasn’t sure what they were or weren’t.

Didn’t matter. I wasn’t hooking up with anyone of any gender, anytime soon.

I clutched my bag to my side and kept my keys in my hand, just in case. In case of what, I wasn’t sure. But that was my instinctive reaction as a small female in an unknown town.

Movement caught my eye and I turned to see three men step onto the front porch of the property next door.

Three large, exceptionally well-built, gorgeous men.

The effect on my body was embarrassing. 

I couldn’t breathe and my heart began to gallop, pounding against my rib cage in an unending way.

What was wrong with me?

I locked eyes with the largest one of the three and heat poured through my belly and worse, lower still. 

The other two turned to stare at me. My knees buckled under what felt like the weight of the three combined gazes, and I stumbled forward.

No. No. This wasn’t happening.

I ran for the front door of what I prayed was actually Claire’s house, and banged on the wooden panels.

Somehow, I could still feel the men next door staring at me, the sensation making the hairs on my neck stand up.

I couldn’t stop myself from looking across to them once again. They stood in their jeans and tank tops, their muscles bulging out of their arms and shoulders.

None of them were my sort of men... not at all.

Fear skittled along my spine at my own inexplicable reaction, and I called out.

“Claire!”

The front door swung open and there was Claire in the doorway, her arm still in a full cast past her elbow.

“Nevaeh! You made it.”

I launched myself at my friend and shut the door behind me.

My heart was still pounding and I couldn’t quite catch my breath, but I was finally safe inside Claire’s home.

“Nevaeh, are you okay?”

“Yes, yes. Just ran here from the car.”

To get away from the sexy trio next door.

I looked at my friend and was blinded by the glow of good health surrounding the woman who had once worked a hundred hours a week.

Whatever Claire was doing out here certainly agreed with her.

“Doctor Claire Monaghan,” I addressed her in a mock-stern tone. “What are you doing this far out of town?”

She grinned. “Enjoying the fresh air.”

I glanced around the well-made house, noting the carved staircase and a hand-made table that drew my eye. I could see Claire’s touch everywhere, too. From the colorful pillows on the sofa, to the lemons arranged in a glass bowl on the kitchen counter.

“Wow. This is a really beautiful house, Claire. Elegant but still homely at the same time. It must be nice to have so much space.”

Like most shift workers who lived in town, I shared a two-bedroom apartment. In my case, my room-mate was another hospital nurse. Our space was cramped and old, but it was home. A place to rest my head at the end of a shift.

My apartment had nothing on this place.

“Oh, yeah, thanks. The boys built the whole house together. I’ve just added a few touches to make it more homey. I want to get a huge sofa so we can all sit together, but that hasn’t happened yet.”

She pointed to her arm, as though that was the reason she hadn’t been shopping.

But my head was stuck on her phrasing. The boys?

“Um... what do you mean by that, exactly? I thought you moved out here to live with your boyfriend? Does he have housemates, or something?”

I looked around as though the house would give me a clue as to what she’d meant, but there were no signs of anyone. And no photos, either.

“Ah, yeah. Sort of.”

Claire’s face was doing something I hadn’t seen before. It was turning red, and if I used my nursing intuition, she looked like she was lying or hiding something. That was a look I’d seen on many patients’ faces, but had never seen on this doctor’s face before.

“Claire.” I frowned my confusion. “What’s going on?”

She clapped her good hand to her face as if aware how heavily she had blushed, and laughed softly. “I’ve gotta get better at lying.”

Now she had my interest. 

“What are you lying about? Why you’re here? Or about your guy?”

Claire’s gaze slid sideways and she bit her lip. “Kind of both.”

My stomach tightened with foreboding. An instinct I didn’t ignore. Did it have something to do with the guys next door? I hoped not... but I couldn’t discount anything at the moment.

“What’s happened, Claire? What is this place? Are you in danger?”

I had a nose for bad guys now. Maybe this had something to do with the men I’d seen outside. Especially the really big one. In my experience, they were always cruel. 

Claire’s laugh shattered my tight stomach. “Oh, God, no. These men would die to protect me. It’s not that... it’s just... I’m not dating one of them... Seriously, I can’t believe I’m saying this aloud finally.” She paused and a small, strange giggle emerged before she
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